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We were at a rock concert sponsored by American cigarette companies.  It was down by the river in the centre of the capital.  4th of July, 1997.  At a table full of Chinese suddenly the mobile phones started ringing.  They left quickly.  One or two songs later came the announcement “Sorry everybody, the concert is cancelled.  There’s some kind of trouble and you should all go home now.  Hey, that’s Cambodia!”

Four of us piled into a car.  Now that the music had stopped you could hear it.  Booming in the background, like a big surf, but not as constant.  Still far away.  We drove through streets lined with soldiers and past the Independence Monument roundabout which had four very scared looking young soldiers standing behind hedges, north, south, east and west, guns at the ready.

“I have never seen it like this!” commented one of my companions.  I had been in Cambodia three weeks, still staying at a guest house and only just having begun my new job ten days ago. More mobile phone calls, then we knew.  The coup had begun.

As the battle sounds were still quite distant I knew there was time to do the essential.  I rang Australia from a public phone, then watched two tanks drive down the street.  There was a choice, stay with my new friends or go back to the guesthouse.  I went back as I only had the clothes I was standing up in.

An unpredictable collection of travelers was holed up there.  I had a room on the top floor, with the terrace outside it, and a security fence at the perimeter. This was normally used for hanging washing but it was also a great vantage point.  One after the other, the main fuel depots were blown up at the airport and by Saturday evening four furiously burning pillars of smoke blackened the sky.  By Sunday morning we could see that traffic was moving on the main street, though there was still a battle raging in our neighbourhood.  

Prince Norodom Sihanouk’s palace was halfway up the next street.  A stray rocket had exploded in the courtyard behind our building, injuring one person.  But other than that the area was safe.  I knew people who had been forced to stay for six hours in their bathroom, the most enclosed area of their apartment, while the battle was carried on outside their very windows.  They lived opposite the college where I was managing language training.  Their windows were shattered and their front fence a mangled mess of iron.  

They had witnessed the tempered glass in my college bending with the force of the explosions, but all windows remained intact.  The only visible damage was one rocket shell to the outside wall of the grounds, and a very shot up sign advertising the University of San Francisco’s Law Faculty, which rented the top floor.  Perhaps San Francisco was the offending part of the sign, for a patriotic Cambodian, rather than the law.  One would hope so.  Perhaps law was not an English word they knew.  Perhaps it was just convenient target practice.

The coup was swift, strategically organised and very successful.  So much so that later the Australian embassy referred to it as a skirmish, while the French reduced it to “les evenements” (the events).  It was all over, nearly, in a weekend.  We lived behind shuttered doors for those three days, getting news from visitors, phone calls, and eventually the television.  Towards the end a panic stricken sweaty faced newsreader announced the takeover.  Then there was a speech by the big guy himself, Hun Sen, the guy with the eyepatch.  

This was the former leader who had not rescinded his power when the U.N. sponsored elections narrowly brought the King’s son to power as prime minister.  The U.N. then  condoned his appointment as second prime minister.  Obviously this was an unworkable solution so in the end it had been resolved in typical Cambodian style, by the gun.  

After Hun Sen’s T.V. appearance, declaring victory, there was a news blackout.  Hour after hour of music and dancing.  This was peace.  But the looting went on for days and the kidnappings and disappearances for weeks.  And the smoke from the crematorium gave witness to the silence of death.

So clearly I remember that Monday morning, two days after the coup had begun.  The curfew lifted at six a.m.  As I saw two soldiers turn the corner in the early light I slipped out of the guesthouse, leaving the sleeping bodies of the maids on their benches in the dining room.  I needed to see what was happening with my private student, a French tax consultant employed by the International Monetary Fund.  I had started teaching him four days after arriving in Phnom Penh.  He had not been answering his phone.  

His house, a mansion, was located opposite the French Embassy and (although I did not know that at the time) around the corner from Prince Norodom’s Funcinpec party headquarters.  The whole street was blocked off but I made my way on foot past the barricades and the guards and kept to the walls.  His guard told me in broken French, that “Monsieur est  parti, je ne sais pas ou il est.”  He also mentioned that he had been told to remain guarding the house and was worried about his family.

For two more days I visited and eventually found Monsieur at home.  He had been staying at the Hotel Cambodiana where a lot of foreign residents took refuge, as the Funcinpec headquarters had been one of the first targets.  Day after day we continued to have our morning lessons, he offered to pay cash at the end of each one and told me that he was on final alert status.  At any day he was expecting a phone call, telling him to leave with 3 minutes’ notice.  This was not for security reasons.  The IMF and many other organizations pulled out their staff until their heads decided whether to accept the new status quo or not.  As far as I am aware, they nearly all did, eventually.

We resumed business at the college after a week and stayed open in daylight hours only.  Although the curfew had been lifted, everyone needed to go home before the lonely roads were subject to the thieves and bandits of the night.  Every morning I gave my private lesson for an hour and a half then went to work until dusk. 

This was a time where you really felt fate at your shoulder.  So much depended on so little.  Being at the right time in the wrong place.  You wondered what was a coincidence or whether there really was such a thing as destiny.

One morning as my student and I were ploughing through financial terminology and trying to make sense of the impossibly worded economic reports generated by his organization which went on for pages while the authors remained uncommitted to making any recommendations, the world of international finance was quickly forgotten.  There was a grenade blast.  We rushed out. A child had been hit.  

Apparently she had been playing with a live grenade half buried in the grass at the nearby roundabout.  True to form the police dealt with the ever increasing crowd quickly and effectively.  They aimed their AK 47’s at the sky and let them rip, raining a shower of bullets somewhere, who knew where?  We all raced for cover.  I noticed Monsieur had no problem with pushing people out of his way.  A few minutes later, from the safety of the garden gate, we saw a motorbike speeding towards the nearby Pasteur Hospital.  Behind the driver rode another man, the unfortunate little girl being carried limp in his arms.  If she was lucky she had a chance.  I never heard if she survived.

On another occasion halfway through our lesson a Mercedes pulled up.  Monsieur had made arrangements for it to be garaged at his house.  Its owner was a French woman whose husband had owned a merchant bank and was now in a Cambodian prison as he had not bribed enough officials to keep out of it.  They had lived in a superb treefilled compound in a well to do district near my college and the Australian embassy, which she was vacating.  

Not a week later Monsieur’s call came through, as I was teaching him, and he was picked up by his American boss and whisked on to a plane.  How fortunate that lady was that I saw her, just by chance in the street, only two hours later, and could give her the news.  “Your friend has gone but your Mercedes is still in his garage, for now.”

I really began to wonder what would happen next.  There was a hope that things were settling down.  We kept telling ourselves that although these were uncertain times the worst was over.  But the tension was constant, and every day brought new stories of trigger happy people causing fear or even worse, grief, to those around them.  Someone refused to hand in his gun before entering a local bar and proceeded to threaten those inside.  People had been robbed on their way home just before curfew.  Shots cracked the night time silence.  As did answering shots.  It was difficult to sleep through this but eventually after a couple of months, I became habituated to the sudden noise of gunfire.  I was too exhausted by then to care who was shooting who.

One morning I was about to take a late breakfast when I witnessed a kidnapping at first hand.  Three men bundled out of a car with guns, raced into a building and dragged two guys out, kicking them and throwing them into a car.  As this happened everybody froze.  In the park nearby person after person stopped moving, arms kept well away from their pockets, they surrendered to silence.  All in the same lifeless pose.  It was unforgettable.  They all looked like frozen zombies.  This must have been a memory of those dark days of  Pol Pot’s extreme regime.  Nobody wanted to stand out from the crowd.  The entire human landscape stood still.  

We drove around the park and came to a stop at the opposite side, in time to see a 

soldier outside Hun Sen’s house speaking into a walkie talkie.  He had a perfect view of the whole thing and seemed completely relaxed.  Mission accomplished. 

I looked back at the park.  People had started to go about their business again.  It looked like a normal day.  And the rest of it was, almost.  

We all hoped that day by day these kinds of events would merge into the past and fade from view.  As the months went on they did or at least there were less of them.  Gradually life returned to its previous rhythms, businesses reopened, the roads outside of the capital became safe to use again and life went on.

